








Totalitarianism and the Shared World
Abstract
In this paper I compare two attitudes to death, and the two contrasting ways of understand­
ing mourning connected with these: one emphasizes the need to move on after loss has been 
suffered, the other stresses the need to reaffirm the value of what was lost. I argue that with­
out the latter prospects for both community formation and self­determination may be dam­
aged. I suggest this is because the death of another impoverishes the way we experience the 
world, threatening the continuity of mutually affirmed meanings and values which consti­
tute the Lebenswelt. However, this effect can be mitigated through the process of mourning 
which attempts to reclaim this experience. I argue that one of the most devastating aspects 
of twentieth century totalitarianism was the thwarting of mourning understood in this way.
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This	 of	 course	 is	 a	 broad	 understanding	 of	
mourning.	 There	 are	 numerous	 studies	 of	
very	 specific	 phenomena	 all	 referred	 to	 by	
this	term	–	some	focusing	on	the	effects	of	a	
personal	loss	of	a	beloved	person,	others	con-
cerned	with	 the	 enactment	of	 a	 ‘rite	of	pas-
sage’	ceremony	by	a	community	or	tribe.	The	
broad	application	of	the	term,	which	I	adopt	
here,	 is	 justified	by	 the	 fact	 that	my	 interest	
is	in	the	experience	of	loss,	and	its	effects	on	
both	 individuals	 and	 communities,	 which	 I	
take	 to	 be	 common	 to	 all	 phenomena	 prop-
erly	described	by	it	(including	some	reactions	
to	being	slighted,	neglected	or	disappointed).	















































































becomes	 a	 taboo.6	Ariès	 argues	 that	 this	period,	 ‘Forbidden	Death’,	 grows	
out	 of	 the	 previous	 one,	where	 death	 and	mourning	were	 sentimentalised,	















The	 comparison	 between	 the	 anthropol-
ogy	developed	by	Freud	and	Kierkegaard	has	
been	made	before,	and	notably	so	by	Ernest	
Becker	 in	 his	 famous	The Denial of Death.	
I	follow	Becker	in	suggesting	that	Freud	and	
Kierkegaard	address	similar	issues	in	human	
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encounter	of	another	and	how	the	other’s	death	 threatens	 this	world.	 I	will	
suggest	that	through	the	process	of	mourning,	understood	as	a	reaffirmation	
of	the	original	bond,	the	value	and	meaning	of	the	shared	world	may	be	pre-





gaard,	considers	 the	key	 to	axiology	 to	be	 the	moment	of	meeting	another	
human	being.	He	describes	this	moment	as	the	‘source	experience’	of	human	
ethical	self-knowledge.13	Tishner	refers	to	Levinas	to	explain	how	the	other	
person	 is	 revealed	 to	us	 through	 their	 face,	 and	how	 this	 enables	dialogue	
in	which	 the	world	 is	disclosed	 to	both	 as	 shared	 in	 its	mutual	 experience	
as	 the	Lebenswelt	 –	 or	 the	 ‘life-world’.	The	Lebenswelt	 is	 inherently	 shot	
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which	 those	possibilities	determine	my	experience	 is	 amplified	 along	with	








ally	 just	 as	we	 do.	 Furthermore,	 like	 us,	 they	 exercise	 agency	 over	which	
possibilities	are	to	be	actualised.	As	a	result,	the	possibilities	opened	up	in	our	
encounters	with	others	are	not	merely	possibilities	for us,	and	possibilities	to	



























this	clearer.	Let’s	call	 the	possibilities	 inherent	 to	our	very	presence	 in	 the	
world	‘unmediated	possibilities’.	These	are	the	possibilities	posed	before	us	
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totalitarizam i zajednički svijet
Sažetak
U radu uspoređujem dva stava prema smrti i za njih vezana dva suprotna pristupa razumije­
vanju žaljenja: prvi naglašava potrebu da se nakon pretrpljenog gubitka nastavlja dalje, drugi 
ističe potrebu ponovnog suočavanja s vrijednošću onoga što je izgubljeno. Argumentiram da 
bez potonjeg može doći do oštećenja prilike za oblikovanje zajednice i njeno samo-određenje. 
Predlažem to zato što smrt drugoga osiromašuje način doživljavanja svijeta te prijeti neprekid­
nosti zajednički utvrđenih značenja i vrijednosti koje konstituiraju Lebenswelt. Međutim, ovaj 
se efekt može ublažiti kroz proces žaljenja koji pokušava to iskustvo povratiti. Argumentiram da 









Marginalisierung des Trauerns: 
Totalitarismus und die gemeinsame Welt
Zusammenfassung
In der Arbeit parallelisiere ich zwei Einstellungen zum Tode und zwei mit ihnen im Zusammen­
hang stehende entgegengesetzte Ansätze zur Auffassung des Trauerns: Der Erste betont das 
Bedürfnis, nach dem erlittenen Verlust weiterzumachen, während der Zweite die Notwendigkeit 
hervorhebt, sich mit dem Wert des Verlorenen wieder zu konfrontieren. Ich argumentiere, die 
Abwesenheit des Letzteren könne die Beeinträchtigung der Gelegenheit zur Gestaltung einer 
Gemeinschaft und zu deren Selbstbestimmung mit sich bringen. Ich schlage dies vor, da der Tod 
des anderen die Art des Erlebnisses der Welt entwertet und die Kontinuität der gemeinsam defi­
nierten Bedeutungen und Werte, welche die Lebenswelt konstituieren, bedroht. Allerdings kann 
dieser Effekt durch den Prozess des Trauerns gemildert werden, wodurch versucht wird, diese 
Erfahrung wieder herbeizurufen. Ich begründe, einer der schrecklichsten Aspekte des Totalita­




Marginaliser le deuil : 
totalitarisme et monde commun
Résumé
Dans ce travail je compare deux attitudes envers la mort et, en lien avec elles, deux approches 
opposées pour comprendre le deuil : la première met l’accent sur la nécessité de continuer à 
vivre suite à une perte, et la seconde fait ressortir la nécessité d’une nouvelle confrontation avec 
la valeur de ce qui a été perdu. J’argumente que sans cette seconde approche il est possible d’en 
arriver à nuire à l’occasion de former une communauté et son autodétermination. Je propose 
cela car la mort de l’autre appauvrit notre façon de vivre le monde, et menace la continuité 
des significations qui ont été établies en commun et les valeurs qui constituent le Lebenswelt. 
Toutefois, cet effet peut être atténué à travers le processus de deuil qui tente de ramener cette 
expérience. J’argumente que l’un des aspects les plus horribles du totalitarisme du XXe siècle 
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